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Civil Liberties Post-September 11:  
A Time of Danger, A Time of Opportunity  
Kevin R. Johnson1 
 
From legal scholarship to pop culture, the statement “September 11 
changed everything” has become almost a mantra.  More often than not, the 
phrase is not invoked with a clear articulation of what in fact has changed, 
but as a way of explaining why security measures must trump civil rights.  
Because so much in the United States, if not the world, was transformed by 
that momentous day, it will take years to fully appreciate the impacts of the 
terrorist attack on U.S. social life.  The contributions to this timely issue, 
which hopefully will be part of a continuing dialogue on the subject, shed 
light on some of the civil rights impacts of the events of September 11, 
2001 in the United States. 
Not long after September 11, the U.S. government took aggressive 
security measures in the name of protecting the nation from terrorism; many 
of them evoked strong criticism.2  These various security measures most 
directly affected Arab and Muslim noncitizens in the United States.  Critics 
claimed that the federal government’s policies amount to racial profiling,3 
although some defended such profiling.4  Over time, the nation began to 
understand the ripple effects of the war on terror on immigrant communities 
generally, including the substantial Mexican immigrant community in the 
United States.5 
As the smoke cleared from the mass destruction of September 11, 
growing political opposition emerged to the hastily enacted USA PATRIOT 
Act,6 a lengthy, complex law that was passed within months of September 
11.  Citizens and noncitizens have begun to realize the far-reaching impacts 
on civil rights of the federal government’s national security efforts.7 
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The contributions in this issue of the Seattle Journal for Social Justice 
analyze the ripple effects of that fateful September day in 2001.  An 
influential civil rights commentator,8 Professor Natsu Taylor Saito situates 
the war on terror in the long history of repression of “un-American” racial 
and political minorities and asks who is being protected, and who is placed 
at risk, by the war on terror.9  She analyzes how immigrants historically 
have been defined as “foreigners” unworthy of legal protection and are 
often the first casualties of governmental efforts to stifle political dissent.10  
Immigration law has served as an important tool to suppress social change 
from the days of the Chinese exclusion laws of the 1800s,11 to the Red 
Scare after World War I, to McCarthyism in the 1950s,12 and finally to the 
modern war on terror.13  The USA PATRIOT Act, as well as the proposed 
USA PATRIOT Act II,14 offers frightening insights into what could happen 
to racial and political minorities in the United States, citizens and 
noncitizens alike.15 
Focusing on the role of the courts in reviewing the lawfulness of 
governmental conduct, Tania Cruz critically evaluates the judicial review of 
governmental measures taken in the name of national security.16  Her 
thoughtful article analyzes how the courts have been extremely deferential 
to the government when national security has been invoked as a justification 
for harsh policies, with the Japanese internment during World War II 
perhaps the most well-known—and now deeply regretted—example.17  
Cruz contends that, as with internment, “the executive is once again 
attempting to limit judicial review of fundamental liberty restrictions 
ostensibly justified by national security concerns.”18  Advocating that the 
courts closely scrutinize national security measures, Cruz calls for the 
precise opposite of the deferential review exercised by the courts 
considering the legality of the detention of Yaser Esam Hamdi19 and Jose 
Padilla,20 two native-born U.S. citizens classified as “enemy combatants”21 
by the federal government and detained indefinitely without being charged 
with a crime or having access to counsel.  The government’s treatment of 
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these two U.S. citizens brings to mind the word “lawless,” with the Bill of 
Rights effectively suspended based on the federal government’s 
unsubstantiated and unreviewed charges, and the courts turning a blind eye. 
There are recent precedents for positive political responses to civil rights 
setbacks.  In the early 1990s, anti-immigrant, anti-Latina/o sentiment 
peaked with California’s Proposition 18722 in 1994 followed by draconian 
federal immigration and welfare reform in 1996.23  As a result, immigrants 
filed petitions to naturalize and become citizens at record rates.24  New 
Latina/o citizens increased Latina/o political power.  Today, political 
candidates aggressively pursue the Latina/o vote, with Republican 
candidates generally seeking to avoid the anti-immigrant politics of the 
past.25  Consequently, the immigration climate, at least for the few years 
immediately before September 11, 2001, changed dramatically, with 
President Bush and Mexico’s President Vicente Fox discussing a possible 
migration accord between the United States and Mexico in the days 
immediately preceding September 11.26 
Adding to our understanding of the civil rights impacts of September 11, 
three civil rights activists offer concrete examples of changes in the civil 
rights landscape after September 11.  These activists see the potential for 
positive outcomes to follow today’s civil rights devastation.  Pramila 
Jayapal, Executive Director of the Hate Free Zone Campaign of 
Washington, calls for the need for a renewed conviction and concerted 
action to protect civil rights in these turbulent times.27  She contends that the 
civil rights deprivations after September 11 are only the surface injustice:   
The real injustice is to the hearts and minds of the human beings 
who are being profiled.  The real injustice is in the fear that has 
been created in immigrant communities across the country.  The 
real injustice is in the long-term implications of our actions on the 
lives of people who have fled war-torn countries, searching for 
hope and promise, only to be told that they do not belong here.28 
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Jayapal discusses how the large Somali immigrant community in Seattle 
has been deeply affected by the Bush administration’s policies in the war on 
terror.29  Rather than only seeking to protect those communities directly 
under attack, Jayapal advocates using the opportunity to create “a powerful 
movement” for the future.30  She offers two concrete examples, the Hate 
Free Zone Campaign, a concerted effort to build “common ground” among 
diverse communities in the state of Washington, and the Immigrant 
Workers Freedom Ride during the fall of 2003.  Designed to bring the 
plight of undocumented workers in the United States to national attention, 
these rides were based on the 1960s civil rights freedom rides that raised 
public awareness about racial injustice in the American South.31  Besides 
the impact on the national consciousness, the Immigrant Workers Freedom 
Ride was a transformative event for the riders who traversed the nation only 
to come away having learned much about themselves and energized about 
the quest for racial justice in the United States.32 
Criticizing the incursions on civil rights after September 11, Professor of 
Law and American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) President Nadine 
Strossen advocates the building of political coalitions to challenge measures 
like the USA PATRIOT Act II.33  Professor Strossen highlights positive 
civil rights activism, including the ACLU’s “broad-based coalition 
resistance effort” of many politically-diverse groups, which has resulted 
from the serious civil rights issues raised by the measures taken by the 
federal government in the name of national security.34  A vigorous advocate 
of individual rights,35 Professor Strossen calls for activist coalitions to fight 
the federal government’s assault on civil rights in the name of national 
security. 
Activist attorney Lynne Stewart, who has represented defendants charged 
with terrorism-related crimes, offers a chilling first-hand account of her 
indictment by the Justice Department on terrorism charges related to the 
legal representation of Sheik Omar Rahman.36  Her much-publicized arrest 
came at a time when attorneys were effectively denied access to Arab and 
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Muslim clients held in detention, and some “enemy combatants” were 
denied an attorney entirely.37  Not long before Stewart’s indictment, 
Attorney General Ashcroft amended prison regulations to permit the 
government to eavesdrop on attorney-client conversations.38  All of these 
actions by the federal government unquestionably chilled the attorneys 
representing detainees.39  Stewart’s indictment could not help but strike fear 
into the hearts of the attorneys seeking to provide legal assistance to alleged 
terrorists.  The federal government’s conduct placed into question the shield 
of the near absolute attorney-client privilege, referred to as “the most sacred 
of all legally recognized privileges,”40 at least when the clients in question 
were accused of terrorism.  This action showed just how far the federal 
government was willing to go in its war on terror.  Even after the 
indictment, Stewart remained an outspoken advocate of civil rights.41  Her 
courage and refusal to be cowed in her advocacy, offer inspiration to us all. 
In total, these papers move us forward in thinking about the long-term 
civil rights impacts of September 11 and the positive consequences that 
might flow from the tragedy.  Many of the issues are deeply troubling to a 
nation founded and committed to fundamental civil liberties.  These papers, 
however, offer hope.  The affected communities are not surrendering 
without a fight.  Rather, we are seeing a new age of activism and resistance 
among immigrants and other communities.  An anti-war movement 
emerged as the United States engaged in war to topple the Iraqi 
government.42  Nascent political coalitions among Asian American, 
Latina/o, and other groups protested the treatment of Arab and Muslim 
noncitizens subject to special registration requirements imposed by the 
federal government as part of the “war on terror.”43  The PATRIOT Act 
came under sustained attack and the proposed successor legislation was 
derailed.44 
We live in a time of great danger and great opportunity.  As civil liberties 
stand in the balance, these contributions offer ideas of what is truly at stake. 
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